Op Ed -Little Red Herrings

A Hard Rain's A-Gonna Fall
None of these problems is new. All are really ones that have exacerbated over time until the Web has now become a clutter of fiction, hoaxes, porn (don't get me on that soapbox!), stupid jokes, now stupid video clips, narcissisms run amok, and the occasional reliable fact, if it isn't in Wikipedia! And while I'm on the subject of Wikipedia, may I point out that a programmer at the University of California, Santa Cruz has now colorcoded Wikipedia so users will know when it's nearly half right? Are we all now so much sold to the Baal of Bytes, Bits and Bill that it's come to this? Can you imagine an encyclopedia making it through numerous editions with colorcoding? Now, imagine buying it after the first notice that it was error-filled. But it's on the Web so we all bow accordingly. One wag wrote early of the "howling wastes of the Internet." He was only half right. It's now a cesspool.
But the library profession, I am sad to report, is on the vanguard of defenders and it would appear that the American Library Association has become little more than a shill for Google. If left up to ALA, it would declare libraries obsolete and sell itself to Google, or rather slatternly give itself to Google. The pandering now borders on the vulgar.
But a hard rain's a-gonna fall. Just the same way that our modern South Sea Bubble burst when the dotcoms went belly up, I predict that some similar thing will happen with the Web. I don't want it to, mind you, but the sheer weight of the imbecilities make it a near-certainty. And when it does fall, there will be tears a-plenty, especially for the -what is it now -the G-147 libraries that have so far sold out to Google?
The oddity is that we have happily become a spectator society, happy to see the world with our eyes, not with our minds, as Shakespeare had it. Some years ago a group of very c l e v e r w o m e n put up a site called "Get Real" in which they urged porn-obsessed men to date a real woman rather than digital, virtual ones. It didn't work -three out of five men are now porn addicted -and the site is gone (that 36 month thing, you know). But I raise it as illustrative of our world. We all want to look but not think, reflect, interpret, analyze and synthesize. New studies indicate that rising generations of students are more allergic than ever to the printed world and yet we still live in a near-exclusive printed world. The Web may have ushered in the single largest generation of illiterates ever.
So what do we do? I wish I knew. Administrators want everything electronic to reduce costs (when no such thing occurs). Students are happy with Wikipedia and FaceBook instead of the tens of thousands we spend on aggregate databases. Professors assign fewer and fewer reading assignments because too many end up reflecting badly on their evaluations. Meanwhile our privacy is invaded, our selves stolen, and our time held hostage with another Viagra ad.
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